as an "application" was much lower than that of the philosophical and historical approaches as "pure academic disciplines" (reine Wissenschaft).
In the United States full emphasis was laid on the attitude and skill training of ministers. The focus was not on the unity of the discipline but on various fields of the official duties of ministers, extending into the backgrounds of those fields in the social sciences. Pastoral care, stewardship, preaching, and Christian education were taught with reference to psychology, sociology, general education, and communication theories. As a matter of fact, for a long time academic research in these fields was limited. In Europe it was restricted to theological backgrounds of ministerial practice, and in the United States to social studies. Meanwhile, however, particularly in Europe an important shift took place with regard to the inner direction of the discipline. Whereas formerly, practical theologians had first studied the Bible and the doctrine of the church in order to apply the results of their findings to the practice of the church, more recently, under the influence of social studies they have changed their approach: in recent decades practical theologians worldwide have agreed on starting their investigations in practice itself Practical theology has become description of and reflection on the "self-understanding of a particular religious tradition." This approach moves from practice to theory, then back to practice.4
Since practical theology has been accepted as an academic discipline that studies the practice of a religious tradition, the debate has focused on four principle issues: (a) Thefield of this discipline. Is it to address the work of the ordained ministry of the church? Or is the church itself (or the local congregation), as an instrument of the gospel in the world, the proper object of practical theological studies? Or should practical theology deal with the influence of the gospel (or even religion) in society? (b) The academic status. Does practical theology belong to the social sciences? Is it an action science or an empirical science? Or is it a normative theological discipline? In the last several years debate has been directed more and more at (c) the methodology of the discipline. Should the methods be taken from a quantitative conception or from qualitative and hermeneutical approaches of the social sciences? At this moment the discussion is particularly about (d) The normative background of practical theology. What does it mean that practical theology is a "theological" discipline? What is the significance of normative points of view and where are they coming from? In this article we will deal with these four issues in more detail.
I. THE PRAXIS OF PRACTICAL THEOLOGY
To begin with, the expression "practical" theology is no "theoretical" theology, but it stands for a theoretical or proach to practice. The first question we have to ask is, is meant?
The Clerical Paradigm As pointed out in the first section, the traditional answer always has been that practical theology addresses the practice of church leaders and pastors. That is the way Schleiermacher and many others defined the "material object" of this discipline. For a long time the functions of the ordained ministers coincided with the subdisciplines of practical theology: spiritual leadership, preaching (homiletics), conducting services (liturgics), stewardship, Christian education, pastoral care, and so on. Since psychology, sociology, and communication theory in the social sciences had already developed a real academic status, practical theology used these disciplines as secondary disciplines (Hilfswissenschaft) that supported their own development. Pastoral care and Christian education were especially stimulated and enhanced by the development of psychology and life-cycle theories.
The Church Paradigm
In the second half of the twentieth century, however, the emphasis in practical theology has been extended from the functions of the pastor to the functions of the church as a whole. Emphasis has been laid on (a) the internal functioning of congregations (church development and church vitalization, the division of power and the interaction between various institutions within the congregation, and pastoral care and communication) and (b) the external impact of the church (the mission of the church in witness, preaching, and education). And, of course, this approach includes the work of the ordained ministry as well! For many practical theologians, practical ecclesiology and church development have become the foundational subdisciplines of practical theology.
To cite a few proponents of this approach, 0. Haendler was one of the first authors who situated his GrundriP3 der praktischen Theologie (1957) Also, Manfred Josuttis,6 Rudolf Bohren,7 and James Hopewells took their starting point in ecclesiology. As a matter of fact, at this moment the majority of academic practical theologians seem to consider "the functioning of the church in the perspective of the coming Kingdom of God in the world" as the actual field of practical theology. Don S. Browning began his book on practical theology9 with the analysis of three congregations. James Fowler10 elaborated the idea of "public church." Herbert Lindner" used the conception of network for his "congregation theory" (Gemeindetheorie), and Harald Schroeter" made important investigations into the phenomenon of the Kirchentag as a modern manifestation of the church in relation to the world.
The Liberation Paradigm
At the same time a more critical approach to practical theology arose in Latin America. Latin American liberation theology understands itself as a form of practical theology. larly addressed the field of tensions between the gospel, the church, and the broader society. His student Andreas von Heyl 8 wrote an important dissertation on the significance of the Frankfurt School for practical theology. G. Limmermann also took a position from the viewpoint of critical theories.19 In the Netherlands Rob van Kessel20 has expressed the conviction that it is the primary mission and vocation of the church to serve society. And Riet Bons-Storm21 thinks that practical theology has an important task in revealing sexual discrimination and other forms of oppression in church and society. In all these liberation approaches, the task of practical theology is critical and engaged not only in the functioning of the church but in the life of society as well.
The Individual Paradigm
In recent years another movement in practical theology has also emerged, moving not from the clerical and church paradigm to the whole of society, but moving the other way around, in the direction of individual believers. Henning Luther, who passed away too early, wrote a challenging book on the theology of the "subject."'22 He asked for attention to the point of view of lay people (Laientheologie) who want to seek their own way in our complicated world full of confusing information. In the Netherlands Frits de Lange has tried to apply these insights within a theological project.23 Especially in catechetics, homiletics, and pastoral care, the point of view of the learning individual, the hearer in the pew, and the person who seeks meaning for his life are stressed by Ernst Lange24 (Germany), Gijsbert Dingemans25 (the Netherlands), and Danieil Louw26 that calls for direct communication in practical theology with believers from the standpoint of semiotics.27 We must wait for a further development of these probably fruitful ideas in the next several years.
The conclusion we may draw from this section is that the main emphasis in practical theology at this moment is on the internal and external functioning of the church, though some practical theologians lay an important accent on the liberating work of the gospel in society and in the life of individual believers.
II. PRACTICAL THEOLOGY AS AN ACADEMIC DISCIPLINE
As was already mentioned above, in recent decades an imp has taken place in practical theology, from the application o and statements of faith to the primary task of investigatio practice itself. All over the world, practical theology is und a science of action (Handlungswissenschaft) or as a social scie was partially brought about by American authors such as S. Hiltner,29 and Howard J. Clinebell, Jr.,30 and their succ course, by the general rise of the social sciences in the ac For reasons of clarity I suggest31 distinguishing between th ceptions in the present discipline: "empirical-analytical," " cal," and "critical-political" approaches. But, I should add, at efforts are being made by most practical theologians to three.
Practical Theology as an Empirical-Analytical Discipline
Many practical theological scholars have made a choice for one that is obviously derived from the social sciences. J. A who understands practical theology in this way, calls it "em ogy." 32 The purpose of pastoral or practical theology is to inqu In this way, practical theology gathers facts and knowledge that others can check and verify about religious practices. In Germany the first steps in the empirical approach to religious practice have been taken by H. D. Bastian,34 H. Schrder,35 Y. Spiegel,36 Karl-Fritz Daiber,37 and others. In the Netherlands the most striking example of an empirical-analytical approach is the work of the Nijmegen research group ofJ. A. van der Ven, while, in his recent manual for practical theology,38 Gerben Heitink also makes a basic choice for an empirical approach.
Practical Theology as an Hermeneutical Enterprise
There are, however, practical theologians who object to this strict empirical approach to the discipline because it mainly addresses the outward appearances of human action through questionnaires and quantitative methods. As a matter of fact, human acts are manifestations of thoughts, perceptions, interpretations, values, and assessments that lie "behind" All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms the acts, and religion has to do with these background data, which empirical research is not able to reveal. Besides, these practical theologians think that the empirical approach does not pay sufficient attention to the historical backgrounds of churches and individual believers. Finally, they think that not only religious reality, but reality as such, can be opened up in a more appropriate way within the framework of language. For that reason they seek support from hermeneutical approaches; Ferdinand de Saussure, Roman Jakobson, and Umberto Eco are authors whom they consult, while Hans-Georg Gadamer and Paul Ricoeur are the philosophers on whom they rely. But some of them also use the work of the cultural anthropologists Clifford Geertz39 and Victor Turner,40 who understand social reality as a culture or network in which various institutions, acts, interpretations, traditions, customs, and human decisions are connected. They like to call their analysis of reality "thick description," in contrast with the "thin" descriptions of empirical research, and they believe that they have found a better model to describe and to analyze religious reality.
As American examples of these approaches, the work of Robert Schreiter,41 Charles Gerkin,42 and James N. Poling and Donald E. Miller43 may be mentioned, while the work of Don S. Browning44 also is located within a hermeneutical framework with much openness to empirical methods. In the Netherlands practical theology in Groningen (Riet BonsStorm, Albert K. Ploeger, and Gijsbert D. J. Dingemans) is hermeneutical, and in Germany Friedrich Schweitzer45 pleads for a hermeneutical approach. The hermeneutical approach does not usually provide a "sharp" picture of the religious reality, but it provides a drawing of the history and the background of churches and church members, and it gives insight into people's values and norms. Moreover, it is open to more traditional methods and approaches in theology and is able to build bridges between biblical explanations and interpretations of the present reality. In the previous sections, practical theology was described as an academic discipline, one that has gradually been accepted in the theological faculties. Liberation theology, however, was not here projected as an academic discipline, as it has risen either as a movement of people in the church of South America (Iglesia popular), or as a movement of black people in South Africa,46 or as a movement of women internationally. Its starting point is the insight into one's own position as the oppressed, along with the experience that academic theories can be as oppressing as church decisions or measures taken by authorities. Guti rrez, Boff, Jose Miguez Bonino, and others plead for the awakening and "conscientization" of the people and for development of independent theological reflection on their situation in order to achieve a just and righteous society. Therefore they look to critical analyses of society for support. approach called "eco-theology." These "liberation theologians" try to bring "experiences of the people" into relation with the official theological discourse. And women's studies all over the world try more or less successfully to penetrate the academic world.
Integration of Positions
At this moment the positions are not as fixed as they seemed to be ten years ago. J. A. van der Ven, who has been intensely fighting for recognition of empirical methods in practical theology, has in his book on Practical Theology50 put his research program into a hermeneutical framework. He thinks that qualitative methods are as useful and legitimate in practi- If we try to summarize the ideas practical theologians agree on, we may state the following: a) Since the shift from a more "Bible-oriented" practical theology to more "practice-directed" investigations, all practical theologians agree that research begins with an interdisciplinary description of the practice or analysis of the situation. The methods may be different, either more "empirical" (quantitative or qualitative), derived from social studies (J. A. van der Ven); or more "historical," "linguistic," and "hermeneutical," issuing in a "thick description" (Don S. Browning); or more "ideologycritical," analyzing the powers at work in church and society (liberation theology and feminist approaches). As we have already said, at present most practical theologians use these methods complementarily and try to work interdisciplinarily, but all agree that the first step should be the analysis of practice itself. For that analysis the input of various kinds of social studies (sociology, psychology, cultural anthropology, historical approach, ideology-criticism, and linguistic analysis) is necessary.
b) The next step after the initial description is to seek an explanation of the situation by drafting a hypothesis that can be verified (or falsified) afterwards and that will probably lead to new theories or new options. Practical theologians coming from the social studies will place more value on the formation of strictly verifiable theories. Practical theologians who work from a hermeneutical perspective will be satisfied with a thick description or a broad narrative that covers reality at large. Critical practical theologians will analyze and explain the social practice from the perspective of power, economy (Limmermann, A. van Leeuwen, H. J. Tieleman), and/or sexual violence (Poling and Miller, Bons-Storm, Chopp). c) After the analysis of the situation, practical theologians pass into the normative phase of their research. In most cases they will try to examine the praxis itself to find the normative backgrounds of a tradition or to examine the normative ideas of people.56 Historical methods may be used, and research may be done in documents of the community or in the personal history of believers, but also people in the congregation or on the street may be interviewed. In this way an interpretation can be achieved of the "vision" (Browning), meanings, and values that conduct the actions of churches and believers. Practical theologians should have a critical awareness of interests that are involved and of their own theological and social preferences (Poling and Miller).
d) Finally, all practical theological work aims toward making suggestions and recommendations in order to improve and transform the existing practice. Browning calls this "strategic practical theology." Practical theo-logians will make use of theories and methods of change as have been developed in pedagogy, therapeutics, and social development theories.57 All recommendations have to be in agreement with the analysis of the situation (a and b), with the normative background (the "vision") of the community or the believers (c), and with general ethical rules (Browning). Within the scope of these agreements there is a fundamental basis and reason for cooperation among practical theologians, and at the same time there is room left for differentiation in methods and goals.
IV. THE NORMATIVE BACKGROUNDS Probably, to claim that all practical theologians agree with a "biblically oriented" view to a more "practice-directed" suggested above, was stepping too far. "Normativity" is an sue at this moment in the practical theological debate an deal with it in more detail.
Christopraxis
Practical theology should always realize that the church has a mission of translating and transferring the gospel. Churches understand themselves as instruments of Christ in the world. In the 1950s that point of view was strongly emphasized in Europe by Karl Barth, in whose Kirchliche Dogmatik Christ constitutes the center of theology and of the church. The church has nothing to do but preach Jesus Christ. E. Thurneysen elaborated that purpose for the field of pastoral care in his well-known book in that field58 and for the field of Christian education in a few articles.
Pastoral care and catechetics are 'Ausrichtung des Wortes Gottes an den Einzelnen" (an application of the Word of God to individuals"). Despite the knowledge of human resources provided by social studies, the working and the effect of the Word of God on mankind remains an inscrutable wonder of God, "an impossible possibility"! In the 1960s, however, G. Ebeling59 related this "theology of the Word" to language theories that not only pay attention to the meaning of the Word but also to the working and the effect of the Word in the preaching, teaching, and acting of the church. This proved to be a first step toward the application of social theories within practical theology. Edmund Arens's 1992 book Christopraxis60 undertook a new attempt to provide a foundation for a christological approach to the practice of the church, with the help of the communicative action theory of Jtirgen Habermas. He interprets reality within a network of language. In the Jewish communicative praxis as well as in the praxis ofJesus, the message of the Reign of God (Gottesherrschaft) is the center of religion, as it creates a new view on reality. Jesus, indeed, evoked a new image of God's liberating presence that has been continued in a new communicative praxis of the disciples as witnesses of Christ. The church, as a "christopraktische communio," is an instrument and continuation of the authority of Christ in the world.
The Holy Spirit as Inspiring Power
Since these "christological" approaches see the church and church leaders as direct "instruments" of Christ (i.e., as "Christopraxis"), there seems to be only a kind of one-way traffic. Christ speaks and acts through the church leaders, and there is little real possibility for a reply or dialogue by church members. This bestows tremendous power on the clergy. Nor is there any room for the practical reason of social sciences. For that reason some European theologians have attempted to understand the church and do practical theology on the basis of a pneumatological foundation. Of course Christ is the founder of the church, but the work of the church is inspired and conducted by the Holy Spirit, who enlists and uses human resources.
Dutch theologians in particular, such as A. A. van Ruler61 and J. J. Rebel,62 have, in reference to Calvin, paid attention to the advantage the pneumatological angle in ecclesiology to make room for human coo eration and human resources. The German practical theologian Rudolf Bohren63 adopted in his Predigtlehre, and later in his book Dafi Gott schdn werde, the idea of "theonome reciprocity" from van Ruler. That mean that humans are afforded their own place as partners in the covenant with God. Members of the congregation, having received the gifts of t Holy Spirit, constitute a gifted congregation (begabte Gemeinde), and bring forth their own contributions and charismata, rather than being abso lutely dependent on the "christopraxis" of the clergy. These approach 60 Edmund Arens, Christopraxis: Grundziuge theologischer Handlungstheorie (Freiburg, Bas and Vienna: Herder, 1992) . 61 See A. A. van Ruler, Theologisch Werk (Nijkerk: Callenbach, 1969) , 1:175 ff., and 6:9 ff 62 . J. Rebel, Pastoraat in pneumatologisch perspectief (Kampen: Kok, 1981 were important intermediates in the shift in practical theology from a christological point of view to the idea of inquiry into the pneumatic practice of the church, in which the fruits of the Holy Spirit can be found.
Layers of Normativity
Since practical theologians began their investigations of practice itself, they have discovered that there is not only a "theological" normativity (as "fruits of the Spirit") behind the practice, but also the level of rules and needs of life in the practice. K. A. Schippers, who carried out a large research program among inhabitants from various countries, cultures, and religions in the old city of Rotterdam, tried to bring together the needs and problems of immigrant and native Dutch people and the message of the gospel in a theological program.64 In his view, since the Kingdom of God is the counterpart of the situation, the needs, and the problems of the inhabitants of Rotterdam City and since the Kingdom of God, represented by the power of the resurrection of Jesus, is actually present in our world as yeast and at work through the Holy Spirit, human conflicts are to be exposed, tackled, and reconciled. This provides needy people with hope, for the signs of the working presence of the Spirit are to be found within our reality, and calls for a program of liberation from dependence and racism and for the building of a society, in which all groups of the multicultural and multiracial society are invited to bear responsibility and make a contribution from their own backgrounds. In a more systematic and fundamental way, this idea has been elaborated by the American practical theologian Don S. Browning in his rich book, A Fundamental Practical Theology.65 He identifies five dimensions of normativity as five levels in "practical reason": (1) the visional level, which constitutes the envelope of practical reason and defines the worldview of religious communities; (2) the obligational level of moral obligations; (3) theories of premoral good at the tendency-need level; (4) the environmental-social level, as they are described by social sciences; and finally, (5) the rules and roles of life. He brings them together in the concept of phronesis (practical reason), with strong emphasis on the ethical dimension of "mutuality" and "brotherhood/sisterhood." The inner core to practical reason for practical theology is to be found in the love commandment of Matt.
19:19, but practical reason also has a narrative envelope, which is not necessarily specifically Christian. Religious narratives and metaphors can function to enliven, energize, liberate, and make more effective the workings of practical reason.
